Sotheby's Institute of Art

Digital Commons @ SIA
MA Theses

Student Scholarship and Creative Work

2021

Antiquities and the Art Market: Forever Divided or Will Ancient Art
Find Its Place in an Evolving Contemporary Art Market?
Yvette Abiuso

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.sia.edu/stu_theses
Part of the Classical Archaeology and Art History Commons, Fine Arts Commons, and the History of
Art, Architecture, and Archaeology Commons

Recommended Citation
Abiuso, Yvette, "Antiquities and the Art Market: Forever Divided or Will Ancient Art Find Its Place in an
Evolving Contemporary Art Market?" (2021). MA Theses. 91.
https://digitalcommons.sia.edu/stu_theses/91

This Thesis - Open Access is brought to you for free and open access by the Student Scholarship and Creative
Work at Digital Commons @ SIA. It has been accepted for inclusion in MA Theses by an authorized administrator of
Digital Commons @ SIA. For more information, please contact nylibrary@sia.edu.

Antiquities and the Art Market:
Forever Divided or Will Ancient Art Find Its Place in an Evolving Contemporary Art
Market?
by
Yvette M. Abiuso

A thesis submitted in conformity
with the requirements for the
Master’s Degree in Art Business
Sotheby’s Institute of Art
2021

12,120 words

Abstract
This paper argues that the market of ancient art will rise because of three positive trends:
dealers, auctions, and galleries offering both antiquities and contemporary art together to
potential collectors; the improving and added transparency of provenance research
techniques; and millennial art collectors who have brought a new perspective to the art
market. This study will explore if the combination of ancient art and contemporary art in
gallery settings has increased sales. It will ask how much has “crossover collecting”
affected the art market by exploring the techniques used by modern galleries to
implement both genres in art fairs and openings. This research will show how improved
standards and increased transparency into provenance research will increase ancient art
sales by showing data recently compiled disproving the false narrative associated to
ancient art. It will explore how the socio-demographic profile of millennials, the
generation just entering their high-earning years, will influence the ancient art market.
This is shown by discussing how their interests connect to ancient myths and how they
are increasingly more interested in the antique aesthetic.
Keywords: cross-collecting, antiquities, cultural value, provenance, millennials,
emerging artists, antiquities market.
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Introduction
Ancient artwork is a mystery. We will never truly know how, when, where, and
why an object was made. Because of academic research, we will gain some knowledge,
but it will never be able to answer all of our questions. Who was the artist? Who was it
made for? Who owned it and when? The lack of answers pulls us into the alluring world
of antiquities, a world that can transport us into another time. Some people are trying to
answer these questions about a work of art through traditional archival research with the
help of new online databases for tracking antiquities. While others believe that at least
some of the answer can be gleaned by scraping the bottom of ancient Greek cups and
sending the resulting sample to a lab for chemical analysis. Works’ cultural value is what
kept it in art markets of the past. That cultural value is still present but enhancements in
provenance research and a new generational cohort of collectors is keeping it relevant.
This paper discusses the relationship between ancient art and its current position
in the art market. Due to the inclusion of both antiquities and contemporary art in market
sales, improvements in provenance research, and the growing number of millennial
collectors, the antiquities market will grow. Antiquities has been a sector of the market
since the concept of collecting objects based off social class or personal interest began.
The research collected argues how this type of art, art that has been collected and
appreciated since the time of ancient Rome, will not disappear on the market behind its
modern counterparts. Galleries, dealers, and auction houses combine both antiquities and
contemporary art in gallery spaces and art fairs to show potential buyers how well both
genres complement each other. Growing transparency and development behind
provenance research will increase sales of authentic objects. Newly recorded data will
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disprove a false narrative about the level of illicit trading of ancient objects which can
promote the ancient art market more positively. Ultimately, this paper aims to prove how
millennials are the generation to put antiquities back on the map. The socio-demographic
profile of millennials already shows growing interest in the antique based off this
generation’s already existing interests.
The paper begins by discussing how and why human beings become drawn to
ancient art and why that is significant to the market. The first chapter defines ancient art
as a visible connection to past civilizations and how that connection can begin when we
are young.1 The lasting impression ancient art has on an individual can help them decide
on a career in the arts like an artist or a scholar. This impression may even create a future
art collector. The chapter continues by explaining the history of collecting ancient art by
starting with an explanation of how the ancient Romans collected Greek art, which was
even then considered to be from a distant past.2 It continues by retelling the love stories
between the eighteenth and nineteenth-century collectors and their collections of ancient
art. Those collections are problematic at best, but they help explain the lasting obsession
people have with ancient art. Those collections allow modern academics and scholars to
refine research for a more authentic future. The influence ancient art has on contemporary
and modern artists is then discussed by showing examples of how ancient motifs can be
seen throughout art history, as recently as 2021. There are examples from Brancusi and
Modigliani, Picasso, and De Chirico, to name a few. More contemporary artists are
Thomas Marks, Tom Hardwick and Madeleine Perridge, “Antiquities,” June 21, 2021, in Masterpiece
Conversations, podcast, 29:17, https://www.masterpiecefair.com/blog-details/149/masterpiececonversations-antiquities.
2
Rubinstein, Dan. 2021. “When Worlds Collide: Sean Kelly and Charis Tyndall on Creating Conversation
Between the Contemporary and the Ancient.” TEFAF. 2021. https://www.tefaf.com/stories/story/190when-worlds-collide-sean-kelly-and-charis-tyndall-on-creating-conversation-between-the-contemporaryand-the-ancient.
1
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discussed, such as Damien Hirst and Daniel Arsham. These examples prove the lasting
effects that ancient objects have on those working and creating today and why that is
relevant to the market.
Chapter two begins the discussion of the paper’s main three positive trends that
will contribute to a rise in the antiquities market. It begins with the combining of ancient
and contemporary art in art market settings. It is becoming more and more popular to
show contemporary, sometimes even abstract art, along with busts and marbles dated to
ancient times. It is remarkable how well both genres complement each other in a room.3
A few examples are listed both from art fairs like The European Fine Art Fair (TEFAF)
and galleries like Helly-Nahmad Gallery in New York. It shows potential buyers that the
abilities and interests of artists have not altered since ancient times. This conversation of
cross-collecting leads into a discussion about ancient art’s relationship to the current
collector. It has become clear that smaller objects like coins, medals, and fragments are
the most popular amongst buyers.4 This section goes into detail about the interest
crossover buyers have on Cycladic marbles due to their uncanny resemblance to modern
art pieces like Modigliani and Brancusi busts.5 This chapter ends by discussing the most
important element a collector looks for in an ancient object: an ironclad provenance.6
This leads into chapter three where a detailed explanation takes place about why
provenance research may be the most important element to the antiquities market

ArtNet. 2019. “Past Booth at TEFAF New York Fall: Sean Kelly Gallery.” ArtNet. 2019.
https://www.artnet.com/galleries/sean-kelly-gallery/tefaf-new-york-fall-26.
4
Arkell, Roland. 2021. “Coins and Medals ‘Up 15-20 %’ During 53m Pound Year for London Salerooms.”
Antiques Trade Gazette: The Art Market Weekly. 2021. https://www.antiquestradegazette.com/printedition/2021/february/2480/news/coins-and-medals-up-15-20-during-53m-year-for-london-s-salerooms/.
5
Chernick, Karen. 2021. “Why the Long Faces? A Look at Modigliani’s Influences.” The Art Newspaper,
2021. Vol. XXXI. No. 339: 67.
6
Coolidge, Carrie. 2016. “Mixing Modern Art with Antiquities.” Penta. 2016.
https://www.barrons.com/articles/mixing-modern-art-with-antiquities-1458967055.
3

3

success. Ancient art holds a significant cultural value to its country of origin and due to
these objects age, there is a possibility they were stolen or traded wrongfully by the
powerful men of our past. These issues of provenance have gone up in popularity because
of current world affairs and institutions looking into their own histories, asking how they
have what they have in their collections.7 This chapter discusses how the more
provenance research is funded, the more authentic the ancient art market will become.
Provenance research is the filter that will sift out all illicit objects making the market a
safe place once again for antiquities. The illegal actions of prosecuted art professionals
and the denial of illegal trading from art institutions are mentioned to prove the
effectiveness of provenance research. Current foreign affairs in the Middle East are
mentioned alongside how the illicit trade of the region is preventing thorough research.8
However, it is also discussed how current media outlets may be over dramatizing the
number of illegal antiquities entering the United States and Europe from the Middle
East.9 The data collected is used to prove that black market sales of antiquities is in the
millions, not the billions of dollars that have been claimed.10 While efforts are being
made to promote accurate information to the public regarding the antiquities trade, it
remains important that scholars keep up their provenance research and that all stolen
ancient art is returned to its country of origin. To prove how provenance research has

Thomas Marks, Tom Hardwick and Madeleine Perridge, “Antiquities,” June 21, 2021, in Masterpiece
Conversations, podcast, 29:17, https://www.masterpiecefair.com/blog-details/149/masterpiececonversations-antiquities.
8
Hixenbaugh, Randall. 2019. “The Current State of the Antiquities Trade: An Art Dealer’s Perspective.”
International Journal of Cultural Property. Cambridge University Press, 228,
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0940739119000183.
9
Sargent, Matthew, James Marrone, Alexandra Evans, Bilyana Lilly, Erik Nemeth, and Stephen Dalzell.
2020. Tracking and Disrupting the Illicit Antiquities Trade with Open Source Data. Tracking and
Disrupting the Illicit Antiquities Trade with Open Source Data. https://doi.org/10.7249/rr2706, 3.
10
Ibid. 11
7
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improved, examples of institutions who have made it their goal to prevent illegal trade
have been listed. Also mentioned are examples of art institutions who had, through
provenance research, discovered an object in their collection that was illegally acquired
and then returned that object to its country of origin. These improvements in the
authentication process help prove that there will be a rise in the antiquities market.
Chapter four discusses the last of the three positive trends. Millennials are
analyzed in this chapter as the largest consumer group in the art market. Millennials are
inheriting about fifteen trillion dollars from their baby boomer parents, so putting a focus
on these collectors is crucial for the success of the antiquities market.11 Not only for the
antiquities market but for all markets, the solution to success in the future is to adapt and
evolve with the millennial generation. Focusing on cross-collecting and social media, the
antiquities market may find itself back on top. Greek art and mythology have found itself
in mainstream media as of late with record selling books, television shows, even
hallucinogenic drugs, all elements that entertain the interests of millennials. Data is
shown proving millennials are the highest percentage in cross-collecting compared to
other demographics.12 Recent interest from millennials is what the ancient art market
needs to stand out among contemporary art.
The final chapter discusses the placement of ancient art in the current market. It
lists ancient art sales from Sotheby’s and Christie’s, finding the average price over three
years, 2013 to 2015, then again with 2019 to 2021. The chapter talks about how the value
of ancient art pieces rises according to the amount of scholarship associated to the items.

Adam, Georgina. 2020. “Millennials—Monsters, or Saviours of the Art Market?” The Art Newspaper.
2020. https://www.theartnewspaper.com/2020/01/29/millennialsmonsters-or-saviours-of-the-art-market.
12
McAndrew, Dr. Clare. 2021. “The Art Market 2021: An Art Basel & UBS Report.” Sight and Sound.
Vol. 19, 296.
11
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Objects with years of academic research behind them tend to hold more economic
value.13 The numbers shown prove that the market for antiquities, although much lower
than contemporary and modern art, is a viable option for collectors.

Brodie, Neil. 2014. “The Antiquities Market: It’s All in a Price.” Heritage and Society, 7 (1): 32–46.
https://doi.org/10.1179/2159032X14Z.00000000017. 35.
13
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Chapter One
The Influence of Ancient Art

The Fascination with Ancient Art
The act of a child experiencing the ancient Egyptian wing of The Metropolitan
Museum of Art for the first time, discovering an object that was created by human hands
over two thousand years ago, can create a previously unimaginable thought in that child.
It’s a moment most humans encounter at a young age.14 If that child represents a future
collector, academic, or scholar of art, the obsession might have started at that moment
when the desire to define ancient art began. The fascination of ancient art has survived
into recent centuries with the interests of collectors that most likely began when they
were children. There has always been an inspiring element about the ancient objects seen
in the halls of museums. Those objects lead us into the obsession of myths and legends,
and the obsession only grows as we age.15 This awe and admiration never leave us.16
Along with that wonder comes an urge to understand the uses and mystery of these
pieces. The link between those formative first experiences and their connection to the
ancient world might explain why the study and trade of ancient art persists.
Most of the objects in discussion here weren’t viewed as the “art” we understand
today. The antiquities which have survived millennia were originally produced by their

Thomas Marks, Tom Hardwick and Madeleine Perridge, “Antiquities,” June 21, 2021, in Masterpiece
Conversations, podcast, 29:17, https://www.masterpiecefair.com/blog-details/149/masterpiececonversations-antiquities.
15
Ibid.
16
Ibid.
14
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makers to be ritualistic and utilitarian.17 When they were created, these objects were used
by every type of individual from each social class. Their endurance through time has not
been intentional but because of pure chance, we have a vast knowledge of the past. In the
modern world, antiquities are cherished as art, curiosities, home décor, and fashion
statements.18 However, through academic research, we know that this art encompasses all
known knowledge of past cultures, their tendencies, and traditions. This knowledge has
allowed ancient art to hold a permanent place in the art world.
Collectors in the nineteenth century based their taste off antiquities, making that
genre of art a high commodity.19 Collections of ancient art have been deemed an essential
resource for academics and students alike. Antiquity collections assist the teaching of
history, art history, anthropology, archeology, and a myriad of other disciplines.20 The
structure and systems of these ancient civilizations can be studied through the objects
they leave behind. The idea of discovery, digging our hands through the dirt to connect to
others like us, has been a key element to humanity’s growth.21 By collecting or admiring
ancient art, collectors and institutions can put together the missing pieces of the
unknown. Whether acquiring these items for aesthetic pleasure or study, it is difficult not
to be fascinated by their association with the distant past.22 Ancient art represents
strangeness while offering a sense of familiarity and comfort. It allows us to develop new
methods of interpretation to better connect with those who lived before us. Ancient art

Helios Gallery Antiquities. 2020. “Introduction to Collecting Antiquities.” Helios Gallery. 2020.
https://heliosgallery.com/antiquities/introduction-to-collecting-antiquities/.
18
Ibid.
19
Thomas Marks, Tom Hardwick and Madeleine Perridge, “Antiquities,” June 21, 2021, in Masterpiece
Conversations, podcast, 29:17, https://www.masterpiecefair.com/blog-details/149/masterpiececonversations-antiquities.
20
Ibid.
21
Ibid.
22
“Introduction to Collecting Antiquities.”
17
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can also display the relics of self-identification and mutual heritage, all preexisting
modern governments and belief systems.23 Once we grasp how similar we are to our
ancient counterparts, the people of the modern world will start to realize how we are all
connected. One of the questions proposed in this paper is whether connecting to our
ancestors will ever go out of style. Our ancient Roman predecessors may help us discover
an answer.

The History of Collecting Ancient Art
When it comes to hobbies, collecting items of value and curiosity is one of the
oldest interests in human history. Collecting is a practice that dates back over two
thousand years beginning with the first art markets in the Roman Republic and ancient
Egypt.24 The process of collecting art started in these ancient cultures when they began to
understand art as symbols of affluence. The basis of collecting remains the same from
generations past. Like the collections of art patrons today, past collectors saw their
showcases as demonstrations of their status in society. The Roman Republic began
collecting after the empire’s successful military invasions of Greece and its surrounding
nations.25 While fighting wars in the east, Romans began to lust over the luxurious
palaces and bountiful living of the Hellenistic rulers.26 In 146 BC, after the sack of
Corinth, there was already a deep awareness of Greek art throughout the Roman

Helios Gallery Antiquities. 2020. “Introduction to Collecting Antiquities.” Helios Gallery. 2020.
https://heliosgallery.com/antiquities/introduction-to-collecting-antiquities/.
24
Pax Romana Gallery. 2021. “The History of Collecting Antiquities – From Romans, to Regals to
Regulations.”2021.https://web.archive.org/web/20210225155821/https://paxromanagallery.com/2021/01/2
9/history-of-collecting-antiquities/
25
National Gallery of Art. 2021. “Greek Art and Roman Collectors.” 2021.
https://www.nga.gov/features/introduction-to-greek-bronzes/greek-art-and-roman-collectors.html.
26
Ibid.
23
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Empire.27 One must keep in mind that Greek works of art were over five hundred years
old when first encountered by Romans. These objects were in a sense “antiquity” to the
ancient collector. As Charis Tyndall, director at Charles Ede Gallery in London says,
“Ancient art can be subjective. If you look at when man was creating the pyramids – and
then you look at the Romans- that timespan was the same between the Romans and us
today.”28
Ancient Greek art held such an important role that it had a political and religious
position in Roman society. Greek statues were paramount in the design of Capitol Hill in
Rome, especially those created by Praxiteles.29 After pillaging and conquering, Roman
generals and their men would parade Greek statues down main roads in triumphal
processions.30 Soon after, Greek works of art would be seen in political spaces, temples,
and private homes.31 The writing of Cicero shows evidence of his excitement for the
arrival of Greek art he had ordered from Athens for the interior of his villa.32 There are
many accounts of wealthy Romans ordering Greek art for their homes, birthing the new
role of ancient art as decorative furnishing.33 The stories of romance between the ancients
and their statues have survived through myth with stories like Pygmalion’s love of a

National Gallery of Art. 2021. “Greek Art and Roman Collectors.” 2021.
Rubinstein, Dan. 2021. “When Worlds Collide: Sean Kelly and Charis Tyndall on Creating Conversation
Between the Contemporary and the Ancient.” TEFAF. 2021. https://www.tefaf.com/stories/story/190when-worlds-collide-sean-kelly-and-charis-tyndall-on-creating-conversation-between-the-contemporaryand-the-ancient.
29
Pax Romana Gallery. 2021. “The History of Collecting Antiquities – From Romans, to Regals to
Regulations.”2021.https://web.archive.org/web/20210225155821/https://paxromanagallery.com/2021/01/2
9/history-of-collecting-antiquities/
30
National Gallery of Art. 2021. “Greek Art and Roman Collectors.” 2021.
https://www.nga.gov/features/introduction-to-greek-bronzes/greek-art-and-roman-collectors.html
31
Ibid.
32
Ibid.
33
Ibid.
27
28
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statue of his own creation.34 We know of the Roman emperor Tiberius falling for a statue
of Apoxyomenos, so much so that he ordered it be moved from a public bath house in
Rome into his private bed chamber.35 The knowledge of the Romans obsession of Greek
art spread quickly, compelling Greek artists to flock to Rome to appease the needs of
Roman collectors.36 It was not long before the Romans themselves were copying Greek
art to exemplify their own artistic skill. The fascination of collecting did not stop with the
Greeks. The Romans found just as much excitement with the art and religion of the
ancient Egyptians. The landmarks of ancient Egypt crowd the modern city of Rome as a
reminder that the interests of man never truly change. As evidence of collectors’
continued interest in ancient art, Figure 1 shows the Lateran Obelisk, erected in Egypt
during the time of Emperor Thutmosis III, and moved to the Piazza di San Giovanni in
Laterano, Rome, in 330 AD. Figure 2 shows Cleopatra’s Obelisk built during the rule of
the same emperor and moved to New York City in 1881.
It’s been recognized by historians that in the Byzantine Empire (395 AD-1453
AD)37 there was an appreciation for collecting art and learning the language of the
ancients. The church at Skripou, a Byzantine landmark, has walls completely made up of
ancient Greek “spolia” from the local cemeteries and temples that date back to ancient
times.38 Even in Medieval Europe, there is evidence of collecting the art of the past. The

Delbourgo, James. 2016. “The Sordid History of Antiquities Collectors.” The Atlantic. 2016.
https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2016/06/marble-mad-and-very-extravagant/485666/.
35
Ibid.
36
National Gallery of Art. 2021. “Greek Art and Roman Collectors.” 2021.
https://www.nga.gov/features/introduction-to-greek-bronzes/greek-art-and-roman-collectors.html.
37
Teall, J. L. and Nicol, . Donald MacGillivray. "Byzantine Empire." Encyclopedia Britannica, September
21, 2021. https://www.britannica.com/place/Byzantine-Empire.
38
Jeffreys, Elizabeth. 2014. “We Need to Talk about Byzantium: Or, Byzantium, Its Reception of the
Classical World as Discussed in Current Scholarship, and Should Classicists Pay Attention?” Classical
Receptions Journal 6 (1): 163. https://doi.org/10.1093/crj/clt032.
34
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collecting done during this time was not motivated by the interests we have today.
Religious men like monks, laymen, and clergymen, had the ambition to collect as many
historical relics during the time of Christ as they could.39 The time of the Renaissance,
beginning in the fourteenth century, contained the leading contributors to the interest of
antiquities. The name Renaissance stands for the “rebirth” of the classics. The renewed
interest in the history of the ancients and the art of the Mediterranean led the way for
some of the most influential artists, poets, and philosophers of all human history. One of
the collectors of this time was the man who controlled all of Florence during his lifetime.
Lorenzo “The Magnificent” Medici was a major player in the collecting of art. He had a
deep passion for the ancient world and was one of the most influential patrons of the arts
in Europe.40 Lorenzo studied the civilization, politics, and philosophy of ancient Greece.
This interest led to his fascination of relics of the time. He successfully acquired gems,
vases, coins, and statues, through one of the first antiquity dealers, Giovanni Ciampolini,
creating one of the largest collections in Europe.41 This collection was housed in the
Palazzo Medici.42
A crucial moment in the history of the art market was when there was a
substantial growth of middle-class collectors in Flanders, Holland, and Rome in the
seventeenth century.43 The growth of buyers meant a growth of dealers, birthing an
abundant market which first focused on European paintings and then led to antiquities

Klein, Holger A. 2010. “Sacred Things and Holy Bodies: Collecting Relics From Late Antiquity to the
Early Renaissance.” Treasures of Heaven: Saints, Relics, and Devotion in Medieval Europe, 55–68.
40
Forbes, Mia. 2021. “9 Famous Antiquities Collectors from History.” The Collector. 2021.
https://www.thecollector.com/famous-antiquities-collectors/.
41
Ibid.
42
Ibid.
43
Spieth, Darius A. 2019. “Art Markets.” Oxford Art Online. 2019.
https://www.oxfordartonline.com/page/art-markets
39

12

and oddities.44 As the eighteenth century came to an end, the campaign of Napoleon
Bonaparte’s army found themselves in Syria and Ottoman Egypt.45 In the years between
1798 and 1801, an abundance of historical, cultural, and artistic relics of the past came to
be in Bonaparte’s possession.46 One of the most famous artifacts in this collection being
the Rosetta Stone.47 The uncovering of these artifacts began a profound obsession to
collect as many of these objects as possible. Napoleon’s first attempt to eliminate all
British influence from the French Revolutionary war was the invasion of Egypt.48 France
and Britain were in intense competition to fill their museums with the most extraordinary
examples of antiquities, specifically Egyptian antiquities.49 This competition led to the
birth of Egyptology. This field promoted Egyptian art in unprecedented ways to
European society. It was unrivaled by other art genres creating a new generation of art
collectors.50 The increase of fascination by antiquities grew substantially as the
nineteenth century arrived. Under Napoleon’s command, between 1809 and 1829, French
academics and scholars composed an encyclopedia which catalogued all the antiquities
collected from Egypt by the French.51 At the same time, the English upper class began to
grow and perfect their antiquities collections. In 1869, Thomas Cook’s first tour of the
Nile and the opening of the Suez Canal assisted Egypt in becoming a tourism hot spot
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and open to foreign investments.52 Egyptian sarcophagi were removed from their tombs
and relocated to town markets where the upper classes of Europe and America could pick
out their favorites to bring home. Antiquity dealers would place coffins in excavated
tombs to stage the removal of bodies for important patrons, such as the Prince of Wales
during his visit to Egypt in 1862.53 It is not so much the academics of this time, but rather
the dealers that were creating and deciding the taste of collectors. The famous discovery
of Tutankhamun’s tomb is considered the beginning of “Egyptomania” in the West.
However, the finding of Tutankhamun benefitted off an existing trend that began with
Napoleon.54 By 1922, Egyptian motifs were already trendy not only with collectors and
dealers, but with the cinema and writers. A quarter of a million ancient Egyptian artifacts
over the past 250 years have made their way into Britain alone.55 The structure of
collecting from this time helped design and construct the museums we can visit today.
The collections of the Louvre, The British Museum, and The Metropolitan Museum of
Art, although controversial, exist because of the obsessions of men like Napoleon and
Cornelius Vanderbilt. The influence antiquities have over modern collectors has changed
drastically. We are entering a new generation of collectors who belong to a digital world.
Being an antiquity collector in today’s market means having a connection to our distant
ancestors while embracing the new age. It is not just collectors that are inspired by
ancient art, but also the emerging artists of today.
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How Ancient Art Influences the Art of Today
Every millennium that has followed behind the birth of Athens has used ancient
motifs throughout its artistic expression. Some may say that in today’s art market you can
see just as much ancient references as you would have seen in the copycat studios of
ancient Rome. Of course, there are the obvious examples, like the architecture that packs
the capitals of the world. However, classical art’s influence has been substantial over the
modern art movements in every culture. This influence has been vast, meaning it can be a
symbol meant to be understood theoretically or it can be the literal use of the imagery of
an ancient culture.56 There are plenty of examples from contemporary art that proves how
valuable classical art is to the market, but first let’s discuss the prolific figures of modern
art and how they interpreted antiquities.
When the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries arrived, the genres of art
began to shift drastically. The abstract and the complex became the new form of
expression and surprisingly enough, ancient art had a considerable amount of influence
over these ideas. The adding of our ancient past into surrealist ideas can be seen as a
symbol of strength and balance in an abstract world.57 The Song of Love (Figure 3),
Giorgio De Chirico’s 1915 work features a green ball, a large rubber glove, and most
importantly, an image of a head from an ancient Greek statue. The integration of classical
motifs with everyday objects helps the viewer reflect on the old and new; the past and
present.58 Salvador Dali created a work titled Venus De Milo with Drawers (Figure 4) in
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1936. It contributed to the surrealist movement when there was an exploration of the
connection with ancient masterpieces and motifs of love and sex.59 Picasso famously
created Les Demoselles d’Avignon (Figure 5), one of many examples of how he
incorporated ancient themes in his work. Picasso’s obsession with the art of ancient Iberia
is well known.60
The modern artist who seemed to have been most influenced by the archaic smile
of the ancient Greeks, Egyptians, and Cambodians, is Amedeo Modigliani.61 An
exhibition taking place in Vienna’s Albertina Museum until January 2022 titled
Modigliani: The Primitivist Revolution, suggests that Modigliani was all at once engaged
with African, Egyptian, East Asian, and ancient Greek art.62 Modigliani and others like
Brancusi, used sculpture that was created four thousand years ago as inspiration. These
sculptures were crafted in the Cyclades, a group of islands off the southeast coast of
mainland Greece.63 Cycladic art has specific characteristics that made it appetizing to
modern artists. This art has a geometry that demonstrates the pure forms of art that
appealed to artists’ interests at the time.64 The geometric style of Cycladic art specifically
focused on the human female form.65 For artists like Modigliani, who focused mostly on
female nudes, this art was crucial to his artistic expression. If a Cycladic bust (Figure 6)
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were to be placed next to a Brancusi (Figure 7) or Modigliani (Figure 8) bust, the
similarities would make it difficult to tell the difference between the two.66
The inclusion of ancient motifs does not end with modern art. The effects
classical art has on contemporary artists can be seen in recent exhibitions. For example, a
show held at King’s College in London in 2018, organized by Sotheby’s auction house,
examined the legacy of ancient Greek and Roman art using the art of both modern and
contemporary artists. Sotheby’s: The Classical Now presented fifty objects that included
ancient works of art integrated with works by Pablo Picasso, Damien Hirst, Roy
Lichtenstein, and Yves Klein.67 The goal was to rethink classical art through the eyes of
modern artists and to ask the question: what is it about the classics that still provokes the
minds of contemporary creators? In Venice in 2017, British artist Damien Hirst showed
his works Treasures of the Wreck of the Unbelievable. In total the work consists of one
hundred and eighty-nine pieces.68 It filled a five thousand square meter space at the
Palazzo Grassi.69 The idea of the work is that Hirst had discovered a shipwreck of an
ancient vessel that went down filled with treasures inspired by ancient Greek, Roman,
and Egyptian art.70 Most recently, in 2020, the New York based artist Daniel Arsham
redesigned some of the most influential classical sculptures in his show Paris, 3020. In
that exhibition he explores the relationship between historically significant works of art
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and how those works evolve through time.71 The Venus De Milo and Moses by
Michelangelo are some of the works he reimagined. Arsham chisels away specific areas
of the faces and limbs to represent erosion, replacing them with his signature
crystallization which consists of rose quartz, blue calcite, selenite, and volcanic ash
(Figure 9).72 Arsham spent one year at the Reunion des Musees Nationaux-Grand Palais.
This institution is a 200-year-old French art studio which has become famous for training
artists in the ways of the classical masters.73 Here he had access to the molds of
sculptures from the collections of the Louvre in Paris and the Acropolis Museum in
Athens.74 This young artist represents the lengths one would go to reinterpret ancient art.
The gallery he exhibited with, Perrotin Gallery (Paris and New York), stated that the
pieces he chose to reimagine are “so iconic that they have eclipsed their status as mere art
objects, and instead have embedded themselves into our collective memory and
identity.”75 Daniel Arsham’s work can be seen most recently at Frieze London 2021.
There he showed a massive sculpture titled Unearthed Bronze Eroded Melpomene.76
Chapter one serves as an entry into a much deeper conversation about how
classical art has inspired our ancestors and affects the imagination of artists around the
world. Ancient art will always hold a prominent place in the minds of artists as we move
towards the future. The minds of contemporary artists, however, do not represent the
minds of art buyers. The ancient art market is advancing with a new type of collector.
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These new buyers are attracted to an array of genres. Ancient objects might be exactly
what they are looking for.
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Chapter Two
The Colliding of Genres

Combining the Ancient and Contemporary
Trends point to crossover collecting being the dominant method of collection
building in the future. Art buyers’ collections no longer consist of a single genre of art.77
There is a wide range of art growing within modern collections. An example of how
galleries are presenting that range to potential buyers was when Sean Kelly Gallery, a
contemporary art gallery, collaborated with Charles Ede Gallery, an antiquities dealer
based in London, at TEFAF New York in the fall of 2019.78 Both galleries working
together demonstrated how the pairing of contemporary and ancient works of art create a
compelling conversation with each other (Figure 10).79 The idea of this paring explores
how the same universal ideas and themes have stretched over a span of 5,000 years.80
Thousands of years of human history in the presence of modern imagination shows how
each genre can support the other and enhance the experience of viewers.81 The parings
presented in this exhibition included a self-portrait photograph by Marina Abramovic
created in 2009 with a Hellenistic marble head of a male dated from the second to first
century BC. A digital photograph by artist Idris Khan of a musical notation was exhibited
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next to a fragment of an ancient Egyptian stele with hieroglyphic text from the nineteenth
dynasty dated to 1291-1213 BC. Another pair consisted of a Callum Innes painting from
2018 in dialogue with a Roman marble sculpture of a draped figure representing
Asclepius dated from 150-100 BC.82 From November of 2015 to January of 2016 the
Mnemosyne: de Chirico and Antiquity exhibition took place at the Helly Nahmad Gallery
in New York (Figure 11).83 Here they displayed Giorgio de Chirico’s twentieth century
surrealist works with ancient statues, bronze armor, Greek vases, and mosaics.84 This
approach begins a conversation about the culture of collecting, and it results in unique
opportunities to grow collections. Inclusionary efforts like this help collectors understand
that pieces talk to each other, it’s a language best spoken between the past and present.
While admiring ancient art in conjunction with the contemporary and modern there is a
realization that today’s civilization has the same abilities, talents, and goals, in terms of
art, as our ancient ancestors: to create things in true likeness, sometimes in an abstract
form.85
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Ancient Arts Relationship with Modern Collectors
Antiquity collectors understand that ancient art can bring a level of gravitas to a
modern collection and contemporary art can bring a sexiness to an antiquity that keeps it
relevant.86 Savvy collectors in today’s art market have noticed that ancient art displays
remarkably well alongside twentieth and twenty first century art. Potential buyers of
antiquities find it appealing how a piece might match another object already in their
collection. Some objects are clear that they belong to the same family or aesthetic no
matter the time in which it was created. The combining of both contemporary and ancient
helps a buyer imagine how those items might look in their home. That visual can assist
the collector in seeing how to round out their collection, to make it more complete.87
Interior designer and antiquities collector Stephen Sills says, “They go beautifully
together…ancient artworks look great in decorative environments because they have such
clean, modern lines…”88 The fashions and tastes of the modern collector have focused
more on modest items when it comes to antiquities. Attention is directed to famous works
like the Venus de Milo or Tutankhamun’s death mask, but in the basements of museums
around the world lay thousands of small objects. These objects are the artifacts that can
tell us the most about the time period in which they were created.89 Object size is another
characteristic that affects collector interest. Smaller objects like coins and medals have
also grown in popularity with buyers.90 In the London auction houses, coins and medal
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sales had gone up fifteen to twenty percent in 2020 making that year’s total in sales in
that category £53 million.91 Gathered by an art market report using 41,587 market data
observations of individual objects from 2007 to 2019, Figure 12 shows the value of an
antiquity by its size.92 It shows that objects between five to ten centimeters have the
largest market share. Antiquities that are under one foot (about thirty centimeters) make
up 88% of the data collected and 71% of the market value.93 This data shows that the
smaller the object the more likely it will be purchased by a collector. There was a time in
the art market when only high society figures could afford ancient objects. Now
emerging, young collectors can purchase small antiquities like amulets and scarabs.94
Museum quality objects that are thousands of years old can be acquired for a fraction of
the cost compared to contemporary works, especially smaller fragments of larger
pieces.95
The resurgence of interest in specific antiquities usually coincides with
exhibitions in museums. Exhibitions that take place in museums usually include objects
from their own collection, like Greek and Roman antiquities. The graph in Figure 13
shows the most popular ancient Greek and Roman works that have the highest market
value are objects created at the start of the first century AD. Crossover buyers have the
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tendency to purchase Cycladic marble female figures as well. Due to their similarities and
connection to artists like Brancusi and Modigliani as previously discussed, these works
are extremely alluring.
In today’s market, first-time buyers and experienced collectors tend to purchase
antiquities indiscriminately. The greatest hurdle for ancient art collectors is ensuring that
they have purchased an object with a bulletproof provenance. Richard Hodges, renowned
archaeologist, and resident of the American University of Rome, advises all those who
are interested in purchasing ancient art that the seller provide an “ironclad guarantee” that
the legality of the work is valid.96 He states that a collector must be sure that the object
has documentation of a provenance that dates before the 1970’s.97 There is a concern that
issues of provenance may have permanently ruined the market of antiquities and has
scared away interested buyers. Some believe the opposite. Has the growth of extensive
provenance research helped gain the trust back of antiquities collectors? Perhaps that
extensive provenance research is what the antiquities market needs to gain popularity
again with emerging art buyers.
The discussion of provenance continues in detail with the next chapter. However,
regardless of those concerns, the evidence is clear. The option to cross-collect, and the
high opportunities to buy smaller museum-quality objects, and provenance, has obtained
buyers’ interests.
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Chapter Three
The Effect of Provenance

The Importance of Provenance Research in the Antiquities Market
Antiquities have a different kind of value compared to other art. They hold
cultural value, meaning when they appear for sale at an auction house or on view in a
gallery they are scrutinized heavily. Ancient art has been weighed down with symbolic
meanings and associations to religions from the past and present. There is an unfortunate
truth with the selling and trading of antiquities. As discussed in chapter one, antiquities
were collected irresponsibly by the wealthy men of the West giving no regard to the
importance they may hold to the country of origin, leaving behind vast collections with
questionable legality. As years passed, the world wars removed, replaced, and lost many
priceless items of the past. A few questions remain: are museum collections packed with
as many illegal objects as we think? Are dealers still hiding the illicit truth behind
antiquities to gain a profit? Recent research may have the answer to prevent the downfall
of the ancient art market.
Every artwork carries a history from its creation through its present-day owner. In
recent years scholars and academics have been attempting to reverse the mistakes and
illicit actions of our past by practicing more thorough provenance research. Defined by
the Getty Research Institute, “provenance is the history of ownership of a valued
object.”98 Provenance research is usually supported by state funding and performed by
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organizations like archives, libraries, museums, and non-university research institutions.99
The work itself can hold clues to help identify previous owners such as inscriptions,
labels, and stamps usually found on the reverse of the work.100 To collect more thorough
research for provenance, consulting catalogue raisonnés, auction catalogues, and
exhibition catalogues, is standard practice.101 But even with this information, many
difficulties remain with the provenance research of antiquities. The realities of human
behavior throughout thousands of years lead to incomplete documentation of provenance
for ancient objects.102 Due to the age of these objects, large gaps of time could be missing
from their provenance, making the question of the legality, or even the sociocultural
implications of ownership, difficult to answer.
The issue of repatriation, returning stolen art back to its country of origin, relies
on actions of dealers, collectors, and institutions to remedy. A way to start, however, is
convincing museums to investigate their own histories and ask themselves why they have
what they have and how it became part of their collection. Antiquity collectors must ask
the right questions and fund the correct research with legitimate scholars before
purchasing an object. Within the past year, antiquity dealers have put more effort in
provenance research than ever before. There’s pressure from collectors demanding
transparency of provenance. Potential buyers want proof that the piece has not been
removed from its original location within the past thirty years, due to the conflicts of the
Middle East. Ideally, buyers would want an object’s provenance to prove ownership
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before World War II.103 The managing director of Charles Ede Gallery, Martin Clist,
stated in 2014 for The New York Times that, “there have been thousands of objects legally
traded over hundreds of years. A lot of these items don’t come with bits of paper or
photos. It’s up to us to reunite them with their provenances. If we can do that, buyers will
have more security than they’ve ever had before.”104
Provenance research is not black and white. Attempting this kind of research can
be treacherous and can lead to many dead ends. There are many institutions who claim
they still have, and have always had, a rightful claim to certain objects, making the return
of those objects very difficult. One example being the Elgin Marbles located in the
British Museum in London. For two centuries the marbles have been claimed by the
British Museum without any legitimate documentation proving they were legally
acquired from the Ottoman Empire in the nineteenth century by Lord Elgin.105 Even
though the United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization accord,
UNESCO, created in 1970, has proved to be very effective in preventing the
dismemberment of archeological sites, it is obvious to some that the implementation of
these laws has been lenient.106 Strict customs regulations have made it almost impossible
to trade antiquities illegally or without any proper licensing, but there have been instances
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where a few illegal actions have fallen through the cracks.107 The Italian government
arrested the curator of antiquities at the Getty Museum in Los Angeles, Marion True,
along with her colleague and antiquities dealer Robert Hecht, in December of 2005 for
allegedly taking part in a stolen art ring.108 They were also allegedly associated to
disgraced antiquities dealers Giacomo Medici and Gianfranco Becchina, who were
arrested for selling looted objects the year before.109 This shocked the art world as it was
the first-time art professionals affiliated to a prominent institution had been accused of
such actions.110 The charges were dropped in October of 2010, but they remain in
professional exile to this day. During this time the Getty Museum returned millions of
dollars’ worth of art to their countries of origin.111
There are also the current domestic concerns of foreign nations preventing the
accumulation of accurate information and the safety of ancient objects. Specifically, the
growth of illicit trade and violence stemming from the Middle East that no amount of
provenance research or UNESCO accord can prevent. These growing concerns, however,
have birthed new debates and research on what defines the ethics behind the antiquities
trade. It is important to explain before moving forward that it is the opinion of this author
that every object that has been stolen from its country of origin must be returned.
Alternatively, objects that are asked back by their original country must also be returned.
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Much like provenance research, the prevention of obtaining and purchasing
objects of antiquity is not black and white. There are many ancient objects that don’t
belong where they currently reside, but there is a side to that argument that asserts that
ancient objects should be moved to countries where it is most safe during times of
turmoil with the promise of its return. The artistic and historical destruction of the Middle
East is well known in the art world. The demolition of archaeological sites, the sacking of
museums, and the literal crushing of objects of cultural heritage is heart breaking. Should
these items be removed for their own safety? Should the items that already reside in the
West be returned when the country of origin is in war? Or would the original artists who
made the works wish to do what Picasso did with La Guernica and entrust it to an
institution outside its country of origin only until certain stipulations were met?
Destruction of ancient artifacts is a concern, but so too could be their use in nationalist
propaganda.
There are many who believe obtaining these objects from the Middle East would
only cause more tension. The trading of Islamic art has created a narrative that directly
ties it to terrorist financing and the likes of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). This
narrative was created even though there has been no evidence of illegal trade from the
region.112 These unsupported claims have attained significant traction within the past few
years despite the intense law enforcement efforts to prevent them. These efforts have
helped prove that not one authentic object of Syrian origin has gained entry through any
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European or U.S border.113 Is the illegal acquisition of these items as bad as they say
when there has been no detection of illicit objects on auction blocks or halls of galleries
to date?114
There are some who believe that the current issues of illegal trade of antiquities
have been dramatically overstated. A report released in May of 2020 by the RAND
Corporation, a US-based non-profit research organization, produces evidence that
suggests the actual market size in illegal antiquities is much smaller than what is
repeatedly reported.115 The report makes claims suggesting that private actors such as
bloggers, journalists, and advocacy groups are to blame for the sensational news
headlines that promote misinterpretation.116 The information shared by these individuals
is based off ideas that are valid and important to the antiquity market but may exaggerate
the severity of the issue to bring attention to their sites and pages. Vincent Geerling,
chairman of the International Association of Dealers in Ancient Art (IADAA), responded
to the report saying, “While I am delighted that its conclusions, based on solid research,
analysis, and evidence, support what we have been saying for years now, it is shocking
that so much hype and inaccuracy have been allowed to go unchecked for years.”117 The
data represented in this report claims that there is no overlap between the networks of
smuggling weapons to those smuggling illicit antiquities, and that these networks have no
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connection to the online platforms being accused of selling smuggled antiquities. The
market for both legal and illicit antiquities is at most a few hundred million dollars
annually, as opposed to the billons claimed by some.118 In comparison to the millions lost
in the contemporary and modern art market to the creation of fakes, could the illicit
trading of antiquities be that much more? Deborah Lehr of the antiquity’s coalition states
that the fundamental problem is that with most markets, there is no real information or
statistics on the size of its illegal trade.119 Even though there is a severe lack of data, the
spread of varying estimates about the size of illegal trade of antiquities has not
diminished. The archaeologist Michael Danti placed the estimate of Islamic antiquity
trafficking at the low tens of millions annually when Lehr estimated the number being
closer to two billion dollars.120 However, there has been little significant effort in the
antiquities field to ground these estimates in fact. In its conclusion, the report states that
the end marketplace for most of the looted items is not in fact the United States or
Europe, but the countries of the antiquity’s origin.121 The illicit trade of antiquities is
serious no matter the estimated number or final marketplace. Above all else, what is most
important is the return of all stolen antiquities and the protection of those objects. To
solve this issue and get the antiquity market back on track, accurate provenance research
and proper data must be shared.
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Provenance research not only assists the return of objects back to their country of
origin, but it contributes to a rise in price for those objects.122 This research has proven to
be a paramount part of the growth of all art markets. International news coverage brings
further attention to provenance research, whether it’s associated to the return of objects
known to be stolen by the Nazi regime during World War II or the arrests of influential
art professionals associated to illegal trade. During the Enlightenment there was focus on
researching the heritage of artifacts. It quickly became an important element in
demonstrating economic value and aesthetic, thus becoming a component of the art
market. Continuing to the eighteenth century, the European market counted on
provenance research to support the valuation of art and to keep the market prosperous.123
It became wildly accepted that a distinguished provenance meant an increase in value no
matter if it was a painting or an ancient object. This is still the case for today’s art market.
If a provenance proves the work has been in a notable exhibition or collection, this was
and is an indication of authenticity, thus elevating its economic worth.124 This research
can help prosecute collectors and dealers guilty of the illegal selling of artifacts. It can
validate their fate along with the fate of their collections and professional career.125
Returning to the trial of Marion True and Robert Hecht, research has been found
connecting their case to a rise in provenance research which then caused a rise in the
antiquities market. A data research report by Kathrine Kiel discovered that “items with
good provenance before the trial began sold for an average of $28,746.64 and after the
Kiel, Katherine Tedesco, Kathrine. “Stealing History: How Does Provenance Affect the Price of
Antiquities?” (University of The Holy Cross, 2011) 4.
http://www.holycross.edu/departments/economics/website.
123
Gramlich, Johannes. 2017. “Reflections on Provenance Research: Values – Politics – Art Markets.”
Journal for Art Market Studies 1 (2): 2. https://doi.org/10.23690/jams.v1i2.15.
124
Ibid.,3.
125
Ibid.,9.
122

32

trial sold for $441,884.60.”126 It also explained that objects with an incomplete or
inaccurate provenance after the trial only had an average price of $67,145.94.127 This
report compiled data from Sotheby’s semi-annual antiquities auctions both during the
year of the trial and the year the report was written. Prior to estimating how much the trial
affected the market, the report used the data from its current year to find an average price
for objects with an accurate provenance vs. an incomplete provenance.128 According to
the data in Kiel’s report, items with “good” provenance had an average price of
$314,765.30, while items without “good” provenance had an average price of
$44,654.95.129 This suggests that if there is thorough provenance research and those
guilty of falsifying data and illegally trading objects are justly persecuted, the market for
antiquities will go up. The justice for unfortunate actions may, in a sense, promote the
antiquity market positively. Kiel’s report also shows that even when there is no scandal
involved, accurate provenance research boosts market value.130 This report was compiled
in 2011, but the methodology is rigorous enough to discuss now even if it was written a
decade ago. Provenance research has become a crucial contribution to the art market. Its
valuable research is fundamental to the growth of the antiquities market specifically, with
its main goal being to aid in the identification of stolen art.
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Improvements in Authentication in Art Markets
In recent years, restitution cases, along with the demand for proper authentication
methods, have inundated galleries and museums all throughout Europe and the United
States. Behaving ethically, when it comes to cultural heritage and antiquities, has become
crucial in the world of art institutions. Authentication scandals and issues of title can arise
no matter how influential the museum or gallery.
Logging on to any art news website, one will see an endless list of publications
about museums returning objects back to their country of origin and taking initiatives into
looking at their own history. The National Gallery in London has taken their first steps
into an investigation of their collection’s association to slavery and those objects’
provenance. The investigation looks into individuals that may have supported the
collection throughout the years that had suspicious histories. It determines how the
museum might communicate better with the public about its harsh history and take
accountability for the actions done in the past.131 The Smithsonian’s National Museum of
African Art has decided to return their Benin Bronzes to Nigeria after their provenance
proved that they were stolen by British soldiers during the raid of 1897 of Benin’s royal
palace. The glass boxes where the statues once stood now contain a display explaining
why they were removed from the collection along with their accurate history.132 The
V&A Museum discovered within its Gilbert collection that one of its most prized objects
had a less than truthful provenance. “A golden ewer dating to around 2500 BC has been
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returned to Turkey… after hiring the specialist Jacques Schuhmacher to check into
possible Nazi-looted objects.”133 After checking the objects provenance, it was unveiled
that the dealer who had sold the ewer to Gilbert was known to have supplied many illicit
items to collectors of the time.134
Museums are not the only institutions that hire professionals and academics to
proceed with provenance investigations. For instance, as The Phoenix Ancient Art
Gallery in Geneva put it on their website:
“We have hired six independent firms to handle [provenance]
research. These experts search objects against several lost art
registries, including the Art Loss Register and Interpol. We compiled
a digital database of over 495 public auction catalogues including
Bonham’s, Christie’s, Sotheby’s, and Parke Bernet, among others
with some published sales going as far back as 1910, as well as a
growing library of publications from the 19th century and have
successfully matched works of art from our holdings demonstrating
their long-standing provenance.”135
The gallery has utilized its access to “sworn affidavits, dated photographs, invoices,
customs documents, insurance policies, correspondence, inventory documents, bank and
estate records,” to better authenticate all objects in their protection.136 Phoenix Ancient
Art claims that they have donated and contributed $500,000 to the “preservation,
protection and publication of archaeological sites, think tanks and legal efforts to
preserve and promote the legitimate antiquities market.”137 On their website they reach
out to other antiquity dealers to help end any illicit market. They advocate for
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transparency and admit that they too have been affected by the black market of
antiquities. They have a link that directly takes all those interested to The Association of
Art Museum Directors registry of all incoming artifacts to museums around the world.138
This is an attempt to provide accurate information for countries of origin to search for
objects they have a legitimate claim on. Many galleries are following suit knowing that
their clients now demand thorough authenticity documents before considering a purchase.
Helios Gallery, based in the United Kingdom, states on their website, “We are proud to
serve numerous museums and public collections, but it is of equal importance to us that
anyone should be allowed to cherish and take part in the safeguarding of our shared
cultural history.”139 Making this kind of research a priority will give the antiquities
market more solid ground to stand on. The key for success in antiquity sales is
adaptability and accountability by the institutions we rely on for accurate information.
The effort made by all these institutions to avoid the acquirement of illicit objects and the
overall growth in popularity of proper provenance research proves that the antiquities
market is capable of rising above the actions done by those who tarnish its reputation.
This is evidence that these institutions have finally received the push they need to make a
difference. That recent push was forced by an evolving art market. Within that evolution
there is a new powerhouse: the millennial.
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Chapter Four
Millennials and Ancient Art

Millennial Art Buyers and Why They Are Important
Born between the years 1980 and 1999, millennials currently make up the largest
consumer population in the art market.140 Their buying habits and interests are in
complete opposition to previous generations. Millennials behavior towards the art market
has changed the actions and attitudes of art institutions around the world. Being the
generation of fast fashion, instant grocery delivery, and custom designed sneakers, certain
elements that made up the art world became a huge turn off.141 Deep-seated practices like
lack of transparency, elitism, and exclusivity, should be programed out as the world
evolves with the millennial art buyers.142 In what has been titled “the greatest wealth
transfer in history”, millennials are set to inherit about fifteen trillion dollars from their
baby boomer parents, according to Wealth X, a financial research and analysis firm.143
Other forecasts estimate that by the year 2030, millennials would inherit between twenty
to seventy trillion dollars from their ultra-high-net-worth (UHNW) parents. This wealth
will come in many types of assets including art, which makes it highly likely that these
newly acquired pieces will end up in auction due to change in tastes.144 The Art Basel and
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UBS Market Report released this year stated that “millennial [high-net-worth] HNW
collectors were the highest spenders in 2020, with 30% having spent over one million
versus 17% of boomers.”145 As 2021 comes to an end, there is proof those numbers are
only growing. With this massive growth of wealth within one generation, it has become
crucial for the market to adapt quickly. Figure 14 is a pie chart consisting of data
collected by the Art Basel and UBS Market Report. It shows how much the millennial
generation has dominated the art market between 2019 and December 2020.146
Galleries have discovered that it is best to accept the change than become
irrelevant to the market. The report also showed that the increase in collecting was almost
consistent with all generations, however, the highest share was the millennial segment.147
Millennials are vital to a successful art market. As they begin to hold command in the
market, “given their higher propensity to sell from their collections, the liquidity of the
market may increase.”148 What will it mean to the antiquities market when one
generational cohort has so much buying and selling power in the market overall?

How Can the Antiquities Market Adapt to the Millennial Buyer?
Millennials are accused of being both easily offended and carefree, self-conscious
and self-obsessed, and shy and outgoing. Can the antiquities market keep up with a
generation so complex? The answer is it might not have to. The millennials do not need a
dramatic push to gain interest in antiquities or the aesthetic of the antique. Even if an
individual is not interested in art collecting, they may find themselves attracted to the
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world by their favorite fashion brands, musicians, and books. The civilizations that came
before us and the art they created have found their way into millennials interests. With
the focus on cross-collecting and social media, the antiquities market may find itself back
on top.
The art and mythology of ancient cultures has found itself in mainstream media
within the past year. The book Circe, written by Madeline Miller, is a retelling of the
story of Circe, the daughter of Helios and the goddess of witchcraft. The book, a number
one New York Times best seller, was named one of the best books of 2019 by Time
Magazine, The Washington Post, Boston Globe, Refinery 29, Audible, and Entertainment
Weekly. To this day, bookstores across the country are selling out proving that there is an
intense interest in Greek mythology, the book’s cover having the description of
“Instagram-able” on the Barnes and Noble website.149 Due to the popularity of the book,
HBO, the WarnerMedia Studios & Networks flagship television network, has decided to
turn the book into a drama series, produced by Rick Jaffa and Amanda Silver, who were
the co-producers and co-writers of Jurassic World and Planet of the Apes.150 Also in pop
culture recently is research conducted by Johns Hopkins University and the Acropolis
Museum in Greece purporting to prove the connection between hallucinogenic drugs and
the ancient communities of Greece. This has been a popular news headline and podcast
topic since 2020, and it is all due to scientific data collected by gently scraping the inside
of ancient vases and cups.151 Popularizing the connection between hallucinogenic drugs
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and the antiquities associated to them may be what the market needs to gain the interest
of millennials based in California and New York. These are a few of many examples of
how the ancient world is becoming mainstream.
Social media should be utilized not just by the antiquities market but by all
markets. According to the Hiscox report of 2020, 80% of art buyers go on Instagram to
explore emerging artists and to make purchases from all art markets.152 Millennials spend
a minimum of thirty hours a month on social media platforms as the opinions of friends
and influencers become more valuable.153 Antiquity galleries and dealers have slowly
become more versed in the world of social media, using OVRs to show off their spaces,
investing in higher resolution imaging of objects, and documenting higher transparency
with prices and the way the objects were obtained. Social media’s effect on the
antiquities market is discussed in more detail in chapter five.
The art that interests a millennial are the pieces that convey emotion and
resonates with the identity of the individual. Millennials identify with the recent
challenges facing the world today which cause a sense of responsibility behind what they
collect. The thorough improvements to provenance research, as previously discussed, are
key to convincing millennials to invest in ancient art. Art Basel reported that within the
group of dealers surveyed in their 2020 report, millennials are the most popular
generation to cross-collect. They purchase from multiple art genres and are usually
content to sell pieces they feel no longer suits their collection.154
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One of the most recent forms of art being added to cross-collectors inventory are
the non-fungible tokens, or NFTs. Antiquity galleries should hop on the NFT bandwagon
and take advantage of the recent interest of this new art form. This art form is now being
used by legacy institutions in conjunction with art masters’ works. The Uffizi Galleries in
Florence have recently utilized NFTs to help support the museum’s finances after the
Covid-19 pandemic of 2020. It is offering some of its most famous works as NFTs, such
as an NFT of Michelangelo’s painting Doni Tondo (1505–06). The NFT of that work sold
for $170,000. Among the works being transformed into NFTs is Caravaggio’s Bacchus,
Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus, Titian’s Venus of Urbino, and Raphael’s Madonna del
Granduca.155 If antiquity galleries transform authenticated and fully provenanced ancient
busts and mosaics into NFTs, millennials may find that interesting enough to include in
their collection. The antique aesthetic has grown in popularity among the millennials and
has affected the way in which they collect. Figure 15, taken from The Art Basel and UBS
2020 Market Report, shows different types of art and the share of overall collectors that
have that type of art in their collection. It also shows evidence of cross-collecting by
HNW collectors with 70% collecting antiques, specifically, coins, medals, and other
memorabilia.156 Millennials are also not keen on large antiquity objects, but instead are
interested in small pieces that may over time have sentimental value. Millennials are
much less likely to purchase very expensive works, which favors the antiquities market.
An Instagram poll executed by this author in November 2021 surveyed sixty millennials
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asking if they held any interest in antiquities and the antique aesthetic. 70% came back in
support of antiquities and 30% had no interest. They may be young, but millennials know
what they want, and they spend money like no other generation. Millennials live off an
evolving aesthetic, consistently buying objects that satisfy their interests. This evidence
leads to the assumption that their next trend will involve ancient objects.
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Chapter 5
Ancient Art in the Market

The Placement of Ancient Art in the Current Art Market
Antiquities placement in the market can be more complicated to define than other
genres of art, causing some to believe it is a dull component of the art market. There is
some evidence, however, to prove that it may be getting more exciting. When it comes to
the valuation of ancient art, there are many components. There are the symbolic
meanings behind an artifact that can be both personal and social to the people of the
work’s country of origin, which creates an antiquity’s cultural value. That cultural value
adds importance to the piece which commands a higher price.157 This value gets assigned
in varying ways. The price of an object can rise if it is an example of the oldest of its
kind, if it is the first of its kind discovered or if it is representative of a higher artistic
skill. The value of an antiquity may also go up proportionate to the work’s accumulated
academic research and hard work put towards the object by countless generations of
scholars and academics. The amount of scholarship behind a work adds to its importance,
thus adding to its economic value. Neil Brodie states in his report, The Antiquities
Market: It’s All in A Price, “It is not too much of a stretch to say that in large part the
economic value of an antiquity reflects the congealed labor time of scholars.”158 In the
same regard, objects with little to no scholarship are worth much less to collectors.
Antiquities hold economic value that allow them to be dispersed throughout the market as
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property. They can also operate as “tangible assets when they are bought as
investments.”159 Like any other artwork, antiquities can be purchased by a collector with
the assumption that the object’s monetary value will rise over time, meaning it will be
sold at a profit.
In December of 2010, Christie’s sold the Schuster Master Cycladic Idol for $16.9
million, the highest priced antiquity at the time, when three years earlier, Phoenix
Ancient Art sold it to a private collector for $6.2 million.160 More recently, in the Ancient
Sculpture and Work of Art Sotheby’s sale that took place on July 6, 2021, there was an
alabaster head of a woman from Southern Arabia dated to the first century BC that was
estimated between £30,000-£50,000. This work was sold from a private collection and
ended up with a hammer price of £107,100.161 The Christie’s antiquity sale that took
place in December of 2016 had a Cycladic marble female figure, made between 2700 and
2600 BC that sold for $87,800, well above the presale estimate of $50,000-$70,000.162
When looking at total sale numbers for antiquity sales in auction houses, there has been a
large increase in value. For Christie’s Auction House specifically, there has also been an
increase in the number of antiquity sales per year. Sotheby’s usually has two antiquity
specific sales, one in July and one in December. Compared to Christie’s, who, within the
past three years has done roughly sixteen antiquity sales. In 2013 Christie’s made $20
million in antiquity sales, $18 million in 2014, and $17 million in 2015. More recently in
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2019, Christie’s made $29,108,716 alone on antiquities, a 71% increase over 2015. In
2020 it went down to $18,337,375, and in 2021, having only one more sale left of the
year, Christie’s has made $15,872,000.163 Over the past four years, Sotheby’s has made
almost $28 million in antiquity sales, the highest sale being $6,779,750 in 2018.164 The
average total sale value of all Christie’s antiquity sales during those four years was
$4,129,792. The average total sale value for Sotheby’s during the same time was
$4,049,971. The total value of one antiquity sale could easily be the price of one modern
or contemporary piece, however, the prices may seem appetizing to younger collectors.
The data collected proves that even through a pandemic, the prices of antiquities can stay
steady. This steadiness proves that ancient art is a viable option for collectors looking to
add objects of deep cultural value to their collections, as antiquities don’t appear to
depreciate over time. Both Sotheby’s and Christie’s have upcoming antiquity sales in
December 2021. Sotheby’s has a sale from December 2nd through 8th and another sale on
the 7th, both taking place at the London location. Some of the highlights are an Egyptian
limestone relief fragment from the eighteenth dynasty estimated at £150,000 and a
Cycladic marble figure of a goddess from the early bronze age estimated at £100,000.165
Christie’s sale in London on the 8th of December has an Attic red figured Nolan amphora
made in 470 BC estimated at £90,000 and an Attic black figure vase from 520-510 BC
estimated at £80,000.166 It is a good sign that mega auction houses are consistently setting
up antiquity sales throughout the year. In 2020, global sales of art and antiques reached
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an estimated $51 billion.167 Fine arts were the most popular purchase among all age
brackets going up as high as 86% for millennials, and antiques weren’t so far behind with
69% for millennials, as shown in Figure 16.168 The data collected for Figure 16 consisted
of surveys done with auction houses, dealers, and galleries.
An element of the art world that has impacted the ancient art market and its
collectors is the presence of technology. Sales done online and through social media have
grown substantially the past year due to the pandemic, however, it is clear technology
will have lasting effects. Online sales reached a record-breaking aggregate price of $12.4
billion, almost doubling the aggregate of 2019.169 The last year has shown how quickly
the art world can adapt to almost anything that can come its way. The antiquities market
has proven to itself along with the modern and contemporary markets, that it too can
evolve. According to The Art Basel and UBS Report done in 2020, “Online sales of art
and antiques reached a record high of $12.4 billion, doubling in value on the previous
year, and accounting for a record share of 25% of the market’s value.”170 Hiscox Art
Market Report also stated that, “nine-out-of-ten of new art buyers and millennials said
they used it [Instagram] for art-related purposes….with 35% of millennial art buyers
saying they had bought art on Instagram.”171 The antiquities trade is already showing
signs of accommodating the growing theme of technology. Colnaghi Art Gallery based in
New York, famous for their cross-collecting galleries of ancient and modern art, currently
have over 21,000 followers on Instagram. Along with the increasing focus on social
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media, Colnaghi and others have invested in online viewing rooms. Phoenix Ancient Art
has created a website that effortlessly guides potential buyers to online viewing rooms
that clearly state how to inquire about a work.172 They’ve dedicated 700 ancient objects
to be viewed online along with five other viewing rooms themed according to the objects
on view.173 Phoenix Ancient Art adds comments like, “If you would like to learn more
about this work, please don’t hesitate to get in touch,” with an inquire button directly
below.174 Statements like this are inviting and removes the stigma that galleries are
intimidating. This kind of language attracts millennials along with the updated website.
Knowing how crucial Instagram is to the growing millennial buyer, both institutions have
their viewing rooms linked on their Instagram profiles. It’s not just galleries that have
shifted priorities. The pandemic forced major auction houses to move their sales strictly
online. Live streamed auctions became a popular replacement. Despite the pandemic,
public auction sales reached $17.6 billion in 2020, with most sales taking place online.175
According to The Art Basel and UBS Art Market Report, “A survey of 138 art fairs
revealed that the majority offered an online viewing room (OVR) or digital version of
their fair in 2020.”176 In 2020, art fairs committed to online showrooms, but in 2021, we
are seeing hybrid fairs. Art fairs this year consist of both in person and online
elements.177 The efforts made by all markets to incorporate online elements to their
businesses prove that technology is now a permanent component of the art world.
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TEFAF is well known for representing museum quality antiquity galleries that
cover over 7,000 years of art history. In September 2021 they featured over 250
exhibitors both in person and online. TEFAF has embraced “The Age of the Object” and
with “the endless scroll of antiques on Instagram, younger and new collectors have
embraced material culture- objects you can touch, feel, and think about…”178 This
amount of interest in historic decorative arts and antiquities has not been seen since the
1980’s.179 This interest shows one of many ways in which the antiquities market will
grow. The cultural value of ancient objects, steadiness of the market, and dedication to
technology, are all valuable elements to promote ancient art to collectors.
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Conclusion

As the art world evolves to changing interests and technology, ancient art
continues to make an impact on the market. Due to the inclusion of both antiquities and
contemporary art in market sales, the updated provenance research techniques, and the
growing number of millennial art collectors, the market for ancient art will rise. The
purpose of this study was to explain why the ancient art market has recently shrunk and
explore whether the changes outlined throughout the paper will reverse that downward
trend. The evidence brought forth throughout the paper is clear. Cross-collecting has
become a popular approach for purchasing art. Art buyers’ collections do not consist of
one genre, but many, making their collections diverse. As cross-collecting becomes
trendier, which it will from the evidence of interest from millennials, the market for
antiquities will climb.
The component most responsible for the decrease in the antiquities market is the
issues of provenance associated to ancient objects. The data shown proves how much
authentic provenance has become a top priority for galleries and museums around the
world. In order for the ancient art market to claim legitimacy the institutions that hold
antiquities must return items that were illicitly obtained. That increased legitimacy will
lead to a rise in the market. Controversially, an art market report released data that proved
overdramatization by media outlets who shared information about illicit trading of
ancient objects. This information does not reduce the importance of ancient objects
rightful return to countries of origin, but it does prove that the current market for
antiquities is safer than what has been released to the public. Authentic information, both
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by provenance research and the media, is essential for the growth of the ancient art
market. With this information comes accountability and accepting the mistakes made in
the past. The mending of these mistakes is taking place all over the world, as this paper
presented, and with these actions, ancient art has found a safe place among the market.
Millennials are not just the top paying demographic in the art market, but they are
also the top cross-collectors, and find provenance extremely important. This makes them
the target focus for any market. Millennials are naturally attracted to ancient art and
mythology. The growing production of books, television shows, and documentaries about
ancient myth proves the growing interest in ancient motifs. Millennials are finding an
attraction for antiquing which leads to decorating the interiors of their homes with
antique objects. As the market improves, more ancient objects will find themselves on the
bookshelves of millennials. Millennials will be the generation that betters the ethics of
collecting, the technology of the art world, and with what has been presented, the
antiquities market is ready for the journey.
There is an element of antiquity that will never go out of style or decrease in
value. Its alluring nature makes it immortal, almost divine, to those who experience it in
person. The art market will always have a place for ancient art, and the evidence
produced proves this.
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Figure 1: Cruyl, Lievin (1634-1720). View of Lateran, Rome. 1672.Pen and ink on vellum. JSTOR Images. August
17th,2021. https://jstor.org/stable/community.18471730.

Figure 2: Crane, Frank (1857-1917). Cleopatra’s Needle. 1895. Graphite on wove paper. JSTOR Images. August 17th,
2021. https://jstor.org/stable/community.18563674
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Figure 1: De Chirico, Giorgio (1888-1978). The Song Of Love (1914). Oil on canvas. Painting. The Museum of
Modern Art. Artstor Images. September 2nd, 2021. https://library-artstororg.ezproxy.sothebysinstitute.com/asset/AMOMA_10312309658

Figure 2: Dali, Salvador. Venus de Milo with Drawers (1936). Painted plaster with metal Pulls and Mink Pompons
Sculpture. The Art Institute of Chicago. Artstor Images. September 2nd, 2021. https://library-artstororg.ezproxy.sothebysinstitute.com/asset/AWSS35953_35953_41726315
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Figure 3: Picasso, Pablo (1881-1973).Les Demoiselles d' Avignon (1906-1907).Oil on canvas. Painting. Museum of
Modern Art. Artstor Images. September 2nd, 2021. https://library-artstororg.ezproxy.sothebysinstitute.com/asset/25642513.

53

Figure 4: Head of Woman from the Island of Keros (Cyclades. c.2700–2300 BC). Sculpture. Artstor Images, n.d.
September 2nd, 2021. https://jstor.org/stable/community.15999588

Figure 5: Brancusi, Constantin.1876 - 1957. The Sleeping Muse (1910). Photograph. Dallas Museum of Art. Artstor
Images. September 2nd, 2021. http://www.dallasmuseumofart.org/. https://library-artstororg.ezproxy.sothebysinstitute.com/asset/AMICO_DALLAS_103843539

54

Figure 6: Modigliani, Amadeo.1884-1920. Head of a Woman (1910-1911). Limestone Sculpture. Artstor Images.
September 2nd, 2021. https://library-artstor-org.ezproxy.sothebysinstitute.com/asset/AIC_800010.
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Figure 7: Arsham , Daniel. Eroded Venus of Milo (2019). Blue Calcite. DANIEL ARSHAM PARIS, 3020 SOLO SHOW.
Perrotin Gallery. September 2nd, 2021. https://www.perrotin.com/exhibitions/daniel_arsham-paris-3020/7077.

56

Figure 8: Sean Kelly and Charles Ede at TEFAF New York Fall 2019. Courtesy: TEFAF, Sean Kelly, New York, and
Charles Ede, London. November 11th, 2021. https://www.artnet.com/galleries/sean-kelly-gallery/tefaf-new-york-fall26.

Figure 9: The “Mnemosyne: de Chirico and Antiquity” show at New York City’s Helly Nahmad Gallery. Courtesy of
Helly Nahmad Gallery. November 11th, 2021. https://www.hellynahmadgallery.com/exhibitions/mnemosyne-dechirico-and-antiquity.
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Figure 10: Greenland, Fiona, James v. Marrone, Oya Topçuoǧlu, and Tasha Vorderstrasse. 2019. “The Aggregate
Market Value of All Documented Objects by Size in Centimeters.”.” International Journal of Cultural Property 26 (1):
21–47. November 11th, 2021. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0940739119000018. Pg. 35
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Figure 11: Greenland, Fiona, James v. Marrone, Oya Topçuoǧlu, and Tasha Vorderstrasse. 2019. “: Aggregate
market value of antiquities in the database by century of origin.” International Journal of Cultural Property 26 (1):
21–47. November 11, 2021. https://doi.org/10.1017/S09407391190000. Pg.29.

Figure 12: Age Profile of HNW Collectors. Surveyed All Markets. McAndrew, Dr. Clare. 2021. “The Art Market 2021:
An Art Basel & UBS Report.” Sight and Sound. Vol. 19. November 22nd, 2021. Pg. 287.
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Figure 13: Share of HNW Collectors Having Purchased Art and Luxury Assets in 2019 and 2020. McAndrew, Dr.
Clare. 2021. “The Art Market 2021: An Art Basel & UBS Report.” Sight and Sound. Vol. 19. November 22nd, 2021.
Pg. 296.

Figure 14: Share of Collectors by Generation and Type of Art. McAndrew, Dr. Clare. 2021. “The Art Market 2021: An
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